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Questions Rise 
From Meese 
Testimony 


^TC. By Walter Pincus 

Washington Post Writer 

Secret testimony given last. 
December by Attorney Gen- 
-p eral Edwin Meese III, re- 
le ased yesterday bv the Sen- 
a te Select Committee on In- 
telligence^ raises new ques- 
ti ons abourWbite Bouse re-_ 
quests last Jail for delays of 
invest igations ~bv the U.S. 
Customi Service and the FB L 
i nto possib le illeg al military 
aid to the Nicaraguan contras. 

Testifying to the intelli- 
gence panel tast year, Meese 
said he had been told by then- 
national security adviser Vice 
Adm. John M. Poindexter that 
those investigations should be 
delayed so that persons who 
might be interviewed by fed- 
eral investigators would be 
free to take part in secret 
shipments of arms to Iran to 
win the release of American 
hostages in Lebanon. Howev- 
er, the last of those shipments 
of arms to Iran was completed 
before Meese asked that the 
investigations be delayed. 

The portions of Meese’s 
December testimony released 
yesterday, combined with ear- 
lier revelations and new tes- 
timony from FBI Director 
William H. Webster, together 
create a confusing picture of 
White House concerns over 
federal investigations into aid 
to the Nicaraguan contras — and the 
investigations themselves. Accord- 
ing-to the report of the Tower re- 
view panel released Feb. 26, the 
contras were secretly being sup- 
ported by the Reagan White House. 

Customs and Federal Bureau of 
Investigation inquiries were trig- 
gered by the shootdown Oct. 5 of a 
privately owned, C123K transport 
over Nicaragua while it was deliv- 
ering arms to the contras. Two U.S. 
pilots were killed in the incident; 
Eugene Hasenfus, a crew member, 
survived and was captured by the 
Nicaraguan government. 

Both the Customs Service and 
the FBI approached Southern Air 


Transport Inc., a Miami-based com- 
pany that had provided maintenance 
for the downed aircraft. One of the 
dead pilots had a Southern Air iden- 
tification card and logbook that 
showed he had worked earlier for 
the company. 

At the same time it was servicing 
planes involved in the contra resup- 
ply operation, Southern Air was 
participating in tne secret, White 
House-run arms-for-hostages op- 
eration. The company supplied air- 
craft and pilots for arms deliveries 
to Iran in February and May, and 
pilots for the final shipments in July 
and late October. 

The FBI has told Congress that it 
began its investigation of a possible 
violation of the Neutrality Act three 

days after the C123K shootdown, 
on Oct. 8. Individuals close to the 
Southern Air investigation said yes- 
terday that two FBI agents went to 
the company’s Miami headquarters 
on Oct. 8 to ask for the name of 
someone who could tell them about 
the airplane. 

On the same day the FBI called 
on Southern Air, Lt. Col. Oliver L. 
North, then of the National Security 
Council staff, telephoned Oliver 
(Buck) Revell, executive assistant 
director of the FBI. According to 
Webster, “North was concerned 
that FBI agents conducting the in- 
vestigation might inadvertently dis- 
cover that Southern Air was in- 
volved in” arms shipments to Iran if 
the investigation went forward. Ac- 
cording to Webster, Revell "con- 
tacted the Miami Field Office to 
ascertain the nature of the FBI in- 
quiry and to obtain a teletype re- 
port.” 

On Oct. 9, according to the 
sources close to the Southern Air 
investigation, officials of the com- 
pany called the FBI to respond to 
their request of the previous day; 
they planned to give the bureau the 
name of Richard B. Gadd, a retired 
Air Force officer involved in the 
contra resupply operation. But an 
FBI official responded to this call by 
saying he wasn’t interested, the 
sources said. 

The Customs Service investiga- 
tion was apparently more active 
than the FBI’s. In mid-October, a 
Customs agent served a subpoena 
on Southern Air at its Miami head- 
quarters that sought documents 
relating to or referring to the lease, 
repair, maintenance, purchase or 


operation in Central America of the 
C123K that had been shot down as 
well as employment records of cer- 
tain individuals, sources said. 

At that time, Southern Air was 
preparing to provide pilots to fly a 
clandestine shipment of U.S. arms 
to Iran. 

Southern Air officials were con- 
cerned that there might be a ref- 
erence to the highly secret Iran 
operation in the papers related to 
the contra operation demanded by 
the Customs subpoena, according to 
sources familiar with the investiga- 
tion. The Southern Air officials 
passed their concerns on to Richard 
V. Secord, another retired Air 
Force officer who was coordinating 
both the secret arms deals with 

Iran and private aid efforts for the 
contras on North’s behalf. 

Secord called North to express 
his concerns and North called As- 
sistant Customs Commissioner Wil- 
liam Rosenblatt, according to the 
Tower commission report. 

Rosenblatt told the Tower com- 
mission that North said the subpoe- 
na was directed at “‘good guys’ 
who committed ‘no crimes.’ ” As a 
result of North’s call, the Tower 
report said, Customs “narrowed the 
investigation to the specific aircraft 
involved in the crash rather than on 
the activities of the whole compa- 
ny.” 

Secord flew to Miami within days 
of North’s call to Rosenblatt to have 
a brief meeting with Southern Air 
officials, according to knowledge- 
able sources. He was there to re- 
assure himself that Southern Air 
would continue to participate in the 
Iran operation, the sources said. 

(Southern Air was not visited 
again by Customs agents for two 
months. When a Customs agent re- 
appeared in mid-December, accord- 
ing to the sources, he said he had 
been ill with a cold.) i 

By late October, neither the FBI 
nor Customs was actively pursuing 
Southern Air, according to the 
sources close to those probes. Nev- 
ertheless, on Oct. 29, North com- 
plained in a note to Poindexter 
about investigations of the compa- 
ny, according to the Tower com- 
mission report. ’ 
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"This is the damnedest operation 
I have ever seen,” North wrote 
Poindexter on the NSC’s computer 
system. "Pis let me go on to other 
things. [Would] very much like to 
give [Reagan] two hostages that he 
can take credit for and stop worry- 
ing about these other things.” 

The next day, according to 
Meese, he was called by Poindex- 
ter, who asked the attorney general 
to hold up an investigation involving 
Southern Air personnel “at that par- 
ticular time.” 

“These people,” Meese said Poin- 
dexter told him, “would be unavail- 
able to participate in whatever 
transportation activity was involved 
in Iran or in relation to Iran” if they 
were being interviewed by federal 
agents. 

According to Meese, he instruct- 
ed Associate Attorney General Ste- 
phen Trott “to check with the FBI 
and to see whether there was an 
investigation, and if it was, whether 
it could be — whether certain as- 
pects of it could be delayed for a 
few days without hurting the inves- 
tigation.” 

According to Webster’s testimo- 
ny yesterday, Trott asked "if it 
were possible for us to suspend any 
unnecessary investigation for about 
1 10 days pending some sensitive 
hostage negotiations.- He didn’t 
want to interfere with the investi- 
gation, but he wanted to create* if 
possible, a good climate in which 
j those negotiations could take 
place.” 

“We had no trouble accommodat- 
ing this request,” Webster testified, 
because “we were barely into this 
investigation ... there was not 


much to do” and “a second inter- 
view with an informant” was going 
to complete the “relatively short 
inquiry.” 

On the day he received the re- 
quest from Poindexter, Meese tes- 
tified last December, “I also con- 
tacted the secretary of the treas- 
ury ” James A. Baker III, “because 
it was my understanding from Mr. 
Poindexter that Customs was also 
involved in the investigation.” 

However, a spokesman for Baker 
said yesterday that the only contact 
with Meese on this subject that 
Baker recalled was a brief conver- 
sation at a White House meeting on 
another subject in which the attor- 
ney general said he would call Bak- 
er later about a Customs investiga- 
tion. But Meese “never called to 
explain the matter,” Baker’s 
spokesman said. 

According to informed sources, 
Baker has been interviewed in de- 
tail about his dealing with Meese, 
presumably by independent counsel 
Lawrence E. Walsh’s office. The 
Washington Post reported yester- 
day that Walsh is investigating 
Meese’s handling of all these mat- 
ters. 

A Justice Department official, 
when asked last night why the at- 
torney general had referred on Oct. 
30 to the need to allow Southern 
Air personnel to complete secret 
missions that were in fact already 
completed, said that Meese at that 
moment expected one or two more 
flights would be made in early No- 
vember. This was the first time an 
administration official had sug- 
gested such a possibility. 
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